Gingrich 
Shifts Tack 
On Medicare 

Speaker Doesn’t Want 
Overhaul ‘Entangled’ 
In Budget Gut Debate 
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House Speaker Newt Gingrich (R- 
Ga.) said yesterday that Republicans 
would propose a major overhaul of 
the Medicare system by September 
and challenged President Clinton to 
come up with recommendations in 
two weeks to prevent the bankrupt- 
cy of the medical insurance program 
for the elderly. 

In an effort to seize the initiative 
on the hottest political issue before 
the Congress, Gingrich proposed to 
reform the Medicare system as a 
separate issue from b alancing the 
budget and to provide the elderly 
eight or nine choices of health insur- 
ance, including the opportunity to 
stick with the current system. 

Speaking four days before the 
White House convenes its Confer- 
ence on Aging, which will draw thou- 
sands of activists to the city, Gin- 
grich called on Clinton to use the 
event to build “a national consensus 
on .how to make Medicare solvent.” 

Gingrich's midday address yester- 
day to the Seniors Coalition, a lobby- 
ing group of elderly Americans, up- 
staged fellow Republican leaders 
who had planned to unveil their 
Medicare strategy on Tuesday with 
a coordinated event designed to cap- 
ture headlines just as the partici- 
pants in the White House conference 
were arriving. 

Medicare has become the subject 
of a game of chicken between Clin- 
ton and the Republican leadership, 
with each side trying to push the 
other into proposing specific plans to 
reduce the costs of the system and 
take the resulting political heat. A 
senior administration official said “it 
is hypocritical of the speaker to por- 


tray himself as protecting the Medi- 
care trust fund when the Republi- 
cans have done so much to weaken 
it" 

Clinton proposed $118 billion in 
Medicare savings as part of his foiled 
health reform plan last year. The 
president has said repeatedly that he 
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would work with the Republican-con- 
trolled Congress to strengthen the 
Medicare system so long it was part 
of a broader health reform strategy, 
but the administration has yet to 
make major specific proposals on the 
issue this year. 

“We believe there is no excuse to 
ignore the problem of Medicare, a 
program that will spend more than it 
takes in next year, and will be com- 
pletely unable to pay benefits in seven 
years,” Gingrich said. 

The Medicare trust fund starts los- 
ing money next year and will go broke 
as early as the year 2001, the speaker 
said, and “the time to address that is 
now, not after the next election.” 
Seizing the initiative in the upcom- 
ing battle over curbing the costs of 
the $175-billion-a-year program, Gin- 
grich promised that “every penny 
saved in Medicare should go to Medi- 
care. Every change should be made 
about Medicare. It should not be en- 
tangled in the budget debate.” 

The House and Senate Budget 
committees, feeing the need to f ulfill 
their promises of balancing the budg- 
et by the year 2002 without touching 
Social Security or cutting defense, 
have said that the skyrocketing costs 
of the Medicare program should be 
reduced by between $250 billion to 
$300 billion over the next seven 
years. 

The Senate abruptly delayed the 
start of deliberations on its budget 
Wednesday after members decided 
they needed more time to build public 
support for the politically difficult re- 
ductions in the popular program. 

Sen. Judd Gregg (R-N.H.), chair- 
man of a Senate working group of 
budget issues, said, “We wanted to 
make sure we got our ducks in a row; 
a fair amount of education is needed 
to get people up to speed.” 

“After the members got back from 
the recess, the yellow lights began to 


flash,” said Rick Pollack, executive 
vice president for federal relations for 
the American Hospital Association. 

Apparently sensing an outbreak of 
. battlefield jitters over the Medicare 
proposals, Gingrich launched a pre- 
emptive strike yesterday to make the 
case that the system was running out 
of money and would need to be 

shored up irrespective of the need to 
balance the budget. 

The Medicare trustees reported on 
April 3 that the trust fund faced insol- 
vency in the year 2002. 

Gingrich said that Republicans in- 
tended to design a freestanding bill 
over the next three to four months to 
save Medicare. ‘That bill moves fo- 
cused on Medicare. It’s not tied into 
the budget. It’s not tied into getting 
to balance by 2002. It is tied into 
meeting the trust fund requirements, 
making sure the system is afford- 
able.” 

Gingrich is “putting the most posi- 
tive possible spin” the Medicare issue, 
said Thomas Scully, the president of 

the Federation of American Health 
Systems. Tf I were him, I’d do the 
same thing.” 

Scully and others said that Republi- 
cans are driven by the need to slow 
the burgeoning costs of Medicare to 
fulfill their promise to balance the 
budget by the year 2002. Medicare 
spending is growing at a rate of more 
than 10 percent a year. 

Focusing on reform of the program 
rather than the more politically explo- 
sive issue of limiting expenditure on 
it, Gingrich said yesterday that his 
first principle was “to keep the cur- 
rent system for anyone who wants to 
stay in it. You cannot go to a 95-year- 
old person and force them to go 

through a change that frightens 
them.” 

But, he said, the Republican plan 
will offer seniors a choice, among [ 
which might be a “voucher” so that j 
seniors could purchase a different 1 
kind of insurance. 

Alleging that major savings could 
be gained by eliminating abuses of the 
system, Gingrich in one of his few 
specific proposals suggested a plan 
under which seniors could “be respon- 
sible for your bills and if you find 
waste, you get 10 percent of the mon- 
ey.” 

Staff writers Ann Devroy and Dan 
Balz contributed to this report. 



